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Introduction
Istanbul is a city of perpetual motion, where ancient domes and glimmering minarets
rise above a tide of bustling neighborhoods, markets, and the ever-present hum of life
along the Bosphorus. At its crossroads, continents meet and intermingle, just as
cultures, tastes, and eras have fused over millennia to shape a culinary tapestry that
is both dazzling and deeply rooted. Often dubbed the bridge between Europe and Asia,
Istanbul exists as both a literal and cultural connection—a place where the influences
of Ottoman courts, Byzantine monasteries, Anatolian villages, and far-flung immigrant
communities intermingle simmering in every household pot and echoing from every
market stall.

Yet, for many, the city’s culinary story begins and ends with the icons: the smoky
kebab, the syrup-soaked baklava, perhaps the heady aroma of Turkish coffee. But to
settle for these surface delights is to miss the soul of Istanbul’s food: the whispered
recipes shared behind apartment doors, the homey lokantas in quiet backstreets, the
neighborhood bakeries still turning out boreks at dawn, and the century-old meyhanes
doling out mezes to storytellers and strangers alike. These are the “hidden kitchens”
that give Istanbul its pulse—living spaces where the history, struggles, and joys of
everyday life are folded into something fragrant, nourishing, and unexpectedly
complex.

This book invites you on a sensory journey through Istanbul’s understudied kitchens,
past and present. It is not simply a cookbook or a tourist’s checklist, but an exploration
of stories and flavors—an invitation to trace the city’s history and diversity through
meals. Along the way, you’ll meet guardians of multi-generational recipes tucked away
in old apartment blocks; mothers and market vendors who keep alive the traditions of
their ancestors, whether from Greece, Armenia, the Balkans, or Anatolia; and young
chefs forging new tastes in shadow and light of the city’s past. Here, food reveals how
Istanbul remembers, adapts, and builds bridges both within itself and to the world
beyond.

In these pages, you will wander from the spice-laden alleyways of the Egyptian Bazaar
to the breakfast tables of Kadıköy, from the Greek tavernas of Balat to immigrant-run
kitchens in Fatih, tasting along the way both the familiar and the forgotten. History
unfolds not just in palatial delicacies—though you’ll taste those, too—but in street
corners alight with the sizzle of midye dolma, in communal tables laden with spring
greens, and in festive kitchens ringing in another year with sweet, sticky delights.
We’ll pause in homes during Ramadan, linger at Sabbath meals, and mark weddings
and funerals with dishes that comfort, connect, and commemorate.
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What unites all these stories—culinary and otherwise—is a sense of place and
connection. In Istanbul, food is a language of memory and belonging, a map drawn
across time and territory by the hands of grandmothers, fishermen, bakers, and
newcomers alike. Through storytelling, travel, recipes, interviews, and practical tips,
this book hopes to bring you closer to the real Istanbul: not as a tourist, but as an
honored guest at the table.

As you turn the pages, may you feel the warmth of oven doors opening in the early
morning, the call of vendors in evening markets, and the invitation to gather, taste,
and share. Welcome to the hidden kitchens of Istanbul—a world of wonder just waiting
to be unlocked.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Empire’s Table: Ottoman
Culinary Legacies
The story of Istanbul’s food is inextricably woven with the grand tapestry of the
Ottoman Empire, a sprawling dominion that, for over six centuries, connected diverse
cultures across three continents. From the 15th century onward, Istanbul, as the
imperial capital, became the epicenter of a culinary synthesis, a melting pot where
Central Asian nomadic traditions, Persian sophistication, Arab spice routes, Balkan
hearty fare, and Byzantine influences converged and transformed. This wasn’t simply
a collection of regional dishes under one flag; it was the birth of a distinct imperial
cuisine, refined in Topkapi Palace kitchens and slowly disseminated through the city's
social strata.

Life within the palace walls revolved around a highly structured culinary hierarchy.
Hundreds of cooks, specializing in everything from soups to desserts, worked tirelessly
to produce elaborate meals for the Sultan and his court. These imperial kitchens were
veritable laboratories of flavor, where chefs experimented with ingredients, spices,
and cooking methods from the empire’s vast territories, creating dishes that were both
novel and exquisite. The sheer scale of ingredients required was staggering, with
records detailing immense quantities of lamb, mutton, rice, various oils, chickpeas,
and a wide array of seasonal fruits, vegetables, and spices.

The Ottoman palate, especially in the palace, leaned towards a complex interplay of
sweet and savory. Early Ottoman dishes often combined flavors in ways that might
seem unusual to modern tastes, like the use of both honey and vinegar in the same
dish, or fruit integrated into savory stews. This was not about conflicting tastes, but
rather a layering of flavors that unfolded on the palate, adding depth and nuance to
each bite. It was a reflection of a culinary philosophy that embraced variety and
surprising harmonies.

Beyond the grandeur of the palace, Ottoman culinary traditions seeped into the daily
lives of Istanbulites, adapting and evolving within private homes and smaller eateries.
Many dishes we associate with Turkish cuisine today, such as various kebabs, stuffed
vegetables known as dolma, and the flaky pastry börek, have their roots in this
imperial heritage. These weren't merely palace luxuries; they became staples,
modified and perfected by generations of home cooks who carried the empire's flavors
forward.

The bedrock of Ottoman cooking was built upon a foundation of key ingredients. Lamb
and beef were paramount, often featured in stews, roasts, and minced for kebabs.
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Rice and bulgur were central, forming the basis for many pilafs, which, in the wealthier
households, could be incredibly rich with additions like mulberries, stir-fried meats,
nuts, and dried fruits. Yogurt, a cornerstone from the nomadic Turkic heritage, was
used extensively in sauces, soups, and as a cooling accompaniment.

Spices were the soul of Ottoman cuisine, transported along ancient trade routes and
integrated into countless dishes. Saffron, sumac, cumin, and cinnamon were
frequently employed, transforming simple ingredients into aromatic and flavorful
meals. For instance, cinnamon and pepper were used in significant quantities in palace
feasts, showcasing their importance in the imperial pantry. The arrival of new
ingredients like tomatoes, potatoes, and corn after the 15th century, following the
discovery of the Americas, further enriched the Ottoman culinary landscape, leading
to new dishes and preparations.

Cooking techniques, too, reflected the sophistication of Ottoman kitchens. Slow
cooking was a favored method, allowing flavors to meld and deepen over extended
periods, particularly for stews and braised meats. Grilling, a technique often
associated with Turkish cuisine today, was also popular, with meats marinated in
yogurt and spices for tenderness. Stuffing, particularly vegetables like peppers,
zucchini, or grape leaves with a mixture of rice, meats, and herbs, was another
common and beloved practice.

One of the most famous dishes to emerge from the Ottoman palace kitchens is Hünkar
Beğendi, or "Sultan's Delight." This luxurious dish combines tender lamb stew with a
creamy, smoky eggplant purée. The story goes that it was so pleasing to a sultan that
it earned its regal name, becoming a testament to the culinary artistry of the imperial
chefs. It’s a dish that beautifully embodies the Ottoman preference for rich flavors and
elegant presentations.

Recipe: Sultan's Delight (Hünkar Beğendi)

This dish, meaning "The Sultan Liked It," is a testament to the sophistication of
Ottoman palace cuisine.

For the Lamb Stew:

500g lamb shoulder, cubed
2 tablespoons olive oil
1 large onion, finely chopped
2 garlic cloves, minced
2 large tomatoes, chopped
1 tablespoon tomato paste
1 teaspoon ground cumin
1 teaspoon paprika
1 teaspoon dried oregano
Salt and black pepper to taste
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1 cup beef or vegetable broth
Fresh parsley, chopped, for garnish (optional)

For the Eggplant Purée:

2 large eggplants
2 tablespoons butter
2 tablespoons all-purpose flour
1 cup milk
½ cup grated kashar or Parmesan cheese
½ teaspoon smoked paprika (optional, for extra smokiness)
Salt and black pepper to taste

Instructions:

1. Prepare the Lamb Stew: Heat olive oil in a large pot over medium heat. Add
chopped onion and garlic and cook until soft and translucent, about 5-8
minutes.

2. Add the cubed lamb shoulder to the pot and brown on all sides. Stir in the
chopped tomatoes and tomato paste, cooking for a few minutes until the
tomatoes begin to break down.

3. Season with cumin, paprika, oregano, salt, and black pepper. Pour in the broth
and bring the stew to a boil. Reduce heat to low, cover, and simmer for about
1.5 hours, or until the lamb is tender and the flavors have melded.

4. Prepare the Eggplant Purée: While the lamb is cooking, preheat your oven
to 200°C (400°F). Prick the eggplants with a fork and place them on a baking
sheet. Roast the eggplants in the preheated oven for about 45-60 minutes, or
until completely soft and charred. For a smokier flavor, you can also grill them
directly over a flame until charred and tender.

5. Once roasted, let the eggplants cool slightly. Peel off the charred skin and
scoop out the smoky pulp. Discard any large seeds.

6. In a separate saucepan, melt the butter over medium heat. Add the flour and
whisk until completely mixed and the raw flour smell is gone, about 2 minutes.
Slowly add the milk, whisking constantly to prevent lumps, until you have a
thick béchamel sauce.

7. Add the roasted eggplant pulp to the béchamel sauce. Mash the eggplant well
into the sauce. Stir in the grated cheese and season with salt, pepper, and
smoked paprika (if using). Cook for about 5 minutes, stirring until the cheese
melts and the purée is well combined.
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8. Serve: Spoon a generous portion of the eggplant purée onto each plate,
spreading it out to form a bed. Top with the tender lamb stew and garnish with
fresh parsley, if desired. Serve immediately.

The influence of Ottoman palace cuisine wasn’t limited to elaborate stews and roasted
meats. Sweets, too, held a place of honor. Şekerpare, a beloved semolina-based
cookie soaked in syrup, is one such example of a dessert that dates back to Ottoman
times and remains a popular treat today, often served during religious celebrations.
These "pieces of sweetness" showcase the Ottoman love for syrupy confections and
the skillful use of semolina, butter, and nuts.

While the palace kitchens cooked for the elite, the spirit of Ottoman food also
resonated in the everyday dishes of the common people. Meats, milk, and dairy
products were staples, reflecting the historical nomadic roots of the Turks. Soups were
a common start to meals, concocted with beef, chicken, or even fish stock, often
enriched with rice, grains, and vegetables. This focus on wholesome, nourishing fare
was a constant throughout Ottoman society, from grand banquets to humble
household tables.

The art of köfte, or Turkish meatballs, also has a long history intertwined with the
Ottoman Empire. These flavorful meatballs, often made from ground beef or lamb and
seasoned with aromatic spices like cumin and cinnamon, were a versatile dish
prepared in various regional styles. They could be grilled, baked, or fried, and were a
familiar sight on dinner tables across the empire, a testament to their enduring
appeal.

Another enduring legacy is the Adana Kebab, a spicy, hand-minced lamb kebab grilled
on wide skewers. While its precise origins are debated, its roots firmly trace back to
the Ottoman era and the culinary traditions of the city of Adana. The technique of
mincing lamb meat with chili pepper and grilling it over charcoal was perfected by
local butcher craftsmen, eventually spreading its fame throughout the empire and
beyond.

Similarly, İskender Kebab, a dish featuring thinly sliced döner meat served over pita
bread with tomato sauce, melted butter, and yogurt, hails from Bursa and was
invented by a cook named İskender Efendi in the late 19th century, during the
Ottoman period. This dish revolutionized the way kebab was served, turning what
might have been a quicker meal into a plated, more refined experience. It quickly
gained popularity and is still considered a symbol of Bursa, with branches now found
in Istanbul.

The Ottoman culinary legacy is not just about specific dishes, but also about the
underlying philosophy of food. It was a cuisine shaped by interactions and cultural
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exchange, reflecting the diverse societies that lived under Ottoman rule. The synthesis
of Central Asian, Persian, Balkan, Arab, and Byzantine culinary traditions created a
remarkably rich food tradition that continues to influence modern Turkish and Middle
Eastern cooking today. Even in private homes, the techniques and ingredients passed
down through generations represent a living connection to this grand imperial past.

Recipe: Traditional Turkish Köfte (Meatballs)

These flavorful meatballs are a staple of Turkish cuisine, a delicious and versatile
legacy from the Ottoman era.

Ingredients:

500g (1 lb) ground beef or lamb (or a combination), preferably with at least
20% fat
1 medium onion, finely grated or processed
2 cloves garlic, minced
½ cup (50g) stale bread, soaked in water and squeezed, or breadcrumbs
¼ cup fresh parsley, finely chopped
1 teaspoon ground cumin
½ teaspoon ground cinnamon
1 teaspoon salt
½ teaspoon black pepper
¼ teaspoon baking soda (optional, for tenderness)
A few drops of lemon juice (if using baking soda)
Olive oil or vegetable oil for cooking

Instructions:

1. Prepare the Mixture: In a large bowl, combine the ground meat, grated
onion, minced garlic, squeezed stale bread or breadcrumbs, and chopped
parsley.

2. Add the cumin, cinnamon, salt, and black pepper. If using baking soda, sprinkle
a few drops of lemon juice over it before adding it to the mixture.

3. Knead the mixture thoroughly with your hands for about 5-7 minutes until all
ingredients are well combined and the mixture is smooth. This helps the
flavors meld and the meatballs bind.

4. Shape the Köfte: Take small portions of the mixture, about the size of a golf
ball or slightly smaller than a tangerine, and shape them into flattened oval
disks, or simply round balls.

5. Cook the Köfte: Heat a generous amount of olive oil or vegetable oil in a
large pan over medium-high heat. Alternatively, you can grill them over
charcoal or bake them in an oven at 190°C (375°F) for 20-25 minutes.

6. Place the köfte in the hot pan and cook for about 3-5 minutes per side, or until
golden brown and cooked through. Avoid overcrowding the pan; cook in
batches if necessary.

7. Serve hot, often with fresh pita bread, a simple salad, or yogurt.

The journey of Ottoman cuisine from imperial palaces to modern-day kitchens reflects
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a remarkable continuity and adaptation. It tells a story of constant evolution,
influenced by migrations, conquests, and trade, yet always maintaining a distinctive
character. The flavors and techniques that once graced the Sultan's table now enrich
the daily meals of countless families, a living legacy that continues to define Istanbul's
unique culinary soul. It is a cuisine that speaks not just of grandeur, but of
resourcefulness, flavor, and the enduring power of tradition.
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